Testing and assessment in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) contexts has traditionally been carried out on the basis of a needs analysis of learners or a content analysis of courses. This is not surprising, given the dominance of needs analysis models in EAP, and a focus in test design that values adequacy of sampling as a major criterion in assessing the validity of an assessment procedure. This article will reassess this approach to the development and validation of EAP tests on the basis of the theoretical model of Messick (1939) and recent research into content specificity, arguing that using content validity as a major criterion in test design and evaluation has been mistaken.
INTRODUCTION
In an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) context, we may wish to test for a number of reasons. The most likely of these is to select students for entrance to academic courses (proficiency testing), place students into appropriate courses before or during their academic studies (placement testing), and to measure their achievement on EAP courses (achievement testing). Whatever the purpose, there is a widespread assumption that EAP tests should be based on an analysis of students' needs, similar to those undertaken using the Munby (1973) model. Indeed, in much of the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) literature, there is an assumption that the specifications for an EAP test should flow as naturally from needs analysis as the EAP course itself (McDonough, 1984: lll). Carroll (1980: 13) Ebel (1983: 8, cited in Messick 1989: 4t ):
The evidence for intrinsic validity [ In EAP testing, this translates into the degree to which the test accurately samples from the EAP course of study and/or some future study domain. This has been termed the 'real life' approach to validity, in which all test tasks should be 'a representative sample of tasks from a well-defined target domain' (Bachman 1990: 310 The relationship between the concept of authenticity and sampling had been prefigured in a discussion reported by Alderson (1981: 57-81 
Content validity: The Problems
The central problem with the popular notion of content validity is that the exclusive use of the principles of content, authenticity and sampling in testing has led to a simplistic view of validity. Messick (1989: 36) Messick (1939) . This is summarized in Table I below, which has been slightly adapted from Messick (1989: 20 At the time, doubts concerning the ELTS project were voiced, many of which have since proved to be correct. The first was that the needs analysis was never carried out; rather, the test designers constructed profiles of the 'typical'student's needs on the basis of armchair reflection (Clapham l98l).
In other words, there was never any empirical data. Secondly, the notion that input, particularly in the form of texts specific to agriculture or medicine covering all branches of a discipline, was questioned (Criper I98I). The search for discipline-specific texts was unlikely to satisfy anyone, as they could never be specific enough. This observation has generated one of the most significant ongoing debates in EAP testing: namely, how specific is specific? And, how specific do we need to get? By the early 1980s it was recognized that 'The fact is that the Communicative Needs Processor does not help one to select texts or items for a test' (Alderson I98f : I28) .
The mismatch between the real-world orientation of the content validity approach and the scoring system for the oral test was also called into question. Fulcher (1987) tried to show that the ELTS rating scales were incapable of accounting for the speech of educated native or non-native speakers.
Reviewing this challenge to content validity, Wood (1993:236) Research by Alderson and Urquhart (I9S3; 1985a; 1985b) and Alderson (1988a) into specificity of content in reading tests also produced results that were difficult to interpreU because of the mixed results from their studies, they suggested that both linguistic proficiency and background knowledge in the most general sense, might have compensatory effects and their absence the converse, but were unable to clearly establish that such was indeed the case, nor to determine whether there might be said to be some threshold level of proficiency below which superior background knowledge might have a considerable compensatory effect but above which the trade-off might be less. (Alderson 1988a: 211 In later studies using the ELTS test, Alderson and Urquhart again obtained mixed results. Engineering, science and mathematics students did better on their specific module and worse than others on general modules; liberal arts students performed better on all modules except technology; engineering, science and maths students did just as well on social studies as economists. Alderson (1988a:24) claims that this research has demonstrated a broadbased support for EAP testing as practised, but also acknowledges (ibid. 26) that 'the uncharitable interpretation of these results would propose getting rid of the Ml [subject specific] modules altogether, since they yield rather similar results to the Gl and G2 (general) tests.'This 'uncharitable interpretation'was supported by the finding of Criper and Davies (1988) that the general (nonmodular) part of the test correlated most highly with test total scores.
. Despite Alderson's claim of broad-based support for the modular approach to EAP testing, as ELTS has changed to IELTS, and IELTS has undergone revision, the notion of specificity has been considerably changed. In IELTS there is now a general section, an academic module and a non-academic module. In other words, the five specific module format ( Malaysia, which demonstrated that language proficiency was the better predictor of text comprehension than subject specific background knowledge. Tan (1990 that'the weight of language proficiency is about twice the weight of subject specific background knowledge in the prediction of how well a reader can extract and interpret the meaning of a foreign language text'. Clapham (1993: 2671 also concluded from her earlier studies that: the evidence from this study does not show the need for three academic subject modules in the test battery, and, second, if students are given academic modules outside their subject areas, they will not be placed at a disadvantage. If the forthcoming study bears out these initial findings, IELTS could, from an empirical point of view, satisfactorily offer just one academic module.
The most comprehensive study to tackle the issue of content specificity is that of Clapham (19961, in which she addresses a number of key research questions in relation to the impact of academic field of study, level of studies, subject specificity of reading passages, background knowledge and language proficiency, on test scores. This major study used the new format IELTS. Clapham's study has shown that it is difficult to tell whether or to what extent a text is 'specific', because this can only be judged in relation to the knowledge of the reader. However, when considering subject knowledge, Clapham (1996: 187) comes to the conclusion that:
A multiple regression analysis of students' scores on the complete test module showed that the major contribution to their test scores appeared to be level of English proficiency. The students' field of study and their familiarity with the subject area were also significantly related to test scores, but much less strongly.
When considering the level of English proficiency needed to understand academic texts, Clapham (1996:187) This clearly echoes the views of Tan (1990) (Clapham 1986: 198-9 Similarly, from Clapham (1996: 20f ) This last quotation echoes Clapham (1991 Clapham ( : 2671 Bachman and Palmer (1996: 2341 rightly argue that the perception of authenticig encourages students to undertake the tasks to the best of their ability. If students do not take tests seriously their responses to test tasks are not likely to be adequate samples of their ability, which in turn threatens score meaning, and hence validity. This aspect of face validity, which may more appropriately be termed 'response validity' (Henning 1987:92) , should be taken seriously. Secondly, as Clapham (1996: 201) 
